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Last Group of Falashas Secretly 
Airlifted From Sudan to Israel 


By CHARLES T. POWERS, Times Staff Writer 


GEDAREF, Sudan — The las t 
group of Ethiopian Jews in Sudan 
. was airlifted Friday by U.S. mi ll- . 
t ary transport planes to Israel from 
a refugee camp on the plains of 
eastern Sudan in an operation 
planned by the U.S. Central Intelli- 
g ence Agency. The Times has 
Jearned. 

The Ethiopian Jews, known as 
Falashas, were moved in a top-se- 
cret and closely timed operation 
that began at dawn, when the first 
of about 10 turboprop C-130 trans- 
port aircraft landed at a gravel 
airstrip about eight miles north of 
Gedaref. 

The Falashas, who had been 
moved during the night from the 
Tawawa refugee camp, about six 
miles away, were loaded swiftly, 

, probably in groups of 80 to 90, with 
; each plane staying on the ground 
j only as long as necessary. The 
| planes landed and took off one at a 
| time and, once airborne, were be- 
lieved to have followed a course 
over the Red Sea to the Mediterra- 
nean and then to Israel, where the 
Falashas will be resettled. 

Meeting With Bush 

It was learned from reliable 
sources here that the approval for 
the operation came directly from 
the White House. The groundwork 
for the dramatic conclusion to the 
Falashas* story in Sudan was laid in 
a meeting between Vice President 
George Bush and Sudanese Presi- 
dent Jaafar Numeiri on March 6. 

Over tea in the president’s Khar- 
toum offices, Numetri reportedly / 
told Bush that he had no objection 
to the removal of the Falashas from 
Sudan, provided it was done quick- 
ly and quietly. 

About 7,800 Falashas were taken 
from Sudan to Israel from Nov. 21 
to Jan. 6 in a secret airlift called 
Operation Moses, which ended two 


days after news of the airlift was 
leaked in Israel. 

The Falashas issue is a delicate 
matter for the Sudanese. While 
Numeiri’s government, is a close 
ally of the United States, Sudan is a 
member of the Arab League and 
has no relations with Israel. When 
the story of Operation Moses broke, 
it was denounced by several Arab 
states, among them Kuwait, Egypt 
and Jordan. Most of the criticism, 
however, was directed at the Israe- 
lis and scarcely mentioned the 
Sudanese. 

‘I Won’t Help Israel’ 

In an interview after the first 
airlift, Numeiri said: “I won’t help 
Israel by sending them more peo- 
ple. But if they want to go away 
from here— to Europe, to the Unit- 
ed States, to anyplace else— I don’t 
care.” 

That comment apparently was 
the basis of Bush’s quickly con- 
cluded negotiations with Numeiri. 

Planning for the operation began 
March 7, the day Bush left Khar - 
toum on the next leg of his trip 
through drought -stricken’ Africa - 
Informed sources said the prim e 
mover in the plan was the CIA. 

Plans for the operation called for 
the planes, furnished by the U.S. 
Air Force, to fly in from Europe 
and perhaps refuel in Kenya before 
coming to Sudan. 

It could not be determined im- 
mediately how many Falashas 
were airlifted Friday, but about 900 
of the Ethiopian Jew— who have 
lived as refugees in Sudan for about 
a year— were believed to have 
been in the Gedaref area, about 200 
miles southeast of Khartoum. 
Nearly all were housed in straw 
huts at the southwest corner of the 
Tawawa refugee settlement. 

That area of the camp was 
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| deserted early Friday morning af- 
ter the airlift. 

i “Not a soul was stirring there,” 

• said Jim Taylor, a British volunteer 
' working in the camp. “It was 
f completely empty.” 

| On Thursday, the same area had 
[ been well -populated by thin and 
| ragged children and worried -look - 
[ ing adults, most of whom insisted 
I that they were not Falashas. 

L This reporter was in Gedaref at 
r the time of the airlift but was 
l- detained by the Gedaref branch of 
| the Sudanese State Security Office 
i after he was seen approaching the 
f airstrip late Thursday afternoon, 
f The reporter was held in the . state 
! security compound for 16 hours and 
released when the operation was 

apparently completed. , . ; v . , . 

Completed in 4 Hours 

I' - From the state security com- 
pound, the drone of airplane en- 
gines could be heard clearly, be- 
ginning at 6 a.m. Friday. Sudanese 
security officers began returning to ; 
their headquarters, covered with; 
red dust and carrying flashlights 
and assault rifles, by 10:30 a.m.,;. 

;• presumably an hour after the airlift; 
i was finished. That would indicated; 

| that the operation, apparently run , 

! with precision and efficiency, was 
completed in less than four hours. ;.; 
y For the poor, back-country Fa- , 
lashas, whose saga throughout the 
last year has been one of fear, p 
| forced marches and starvation, the: 

I airplanes that came to bear them 
! away to a new life must have been 
r an awesome and even terrifying; 

! sight. 

! The Falashas, who believe 
i themselves to be the descendants^ 

I of the Queen of Sheba and are often/ 

! described as a “lost tribe of Israel,” , 
l. long have been a persecuted mi-. 

I nority in Marxist Ethiopia. They;., 
j were forbidden to own land, and; 
j their children were kept out of 
j schools. : Their plight in recent^ 
i years has attracted the attention of 
j human rights organizations ,and; 

• Jewish groups in Israel, Europe, 
Canada and the United States. ' 
About a year ago, thousands of 
Falashas, fleeing drought and fam- 
; ine, began to leave their homeland 
in Ethiopia’s Gonder province to. 

, make their way to refugee camps in ; 
i Sudan. j v- 

It is believed that many of them: 

; hired Ethiopian bandit gangs 
! ( known as shijta ) to guide them out 
j of, Ethiopia, and many reported 


being robbed by their guides on 
their long, arduous journey out of 

the Ethiopian highlands. 

Once in Sudan, about 1,200 are 
believed to have died in refugee 
camps such as Um Rakoba, which 
suffered severe food shortages last 
May, June and July. Their prob- 
lems were compounded by their- 
secrecy; they often refuse to seek 
medical treatment out of fear that 
they will be identified and perhaps 
persecuted. < 

Operation Moses took most of the 
surviving Falashas out of the coun- 
try. They left on a chartered 
European airline, Brussels-based 
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Trans -European Airline, and, after 
a brief stop on European soil, went 
on to Israel. When Operation Moses 
ended, about 900 Falashas were 

still left in Sudan. . . 

■ was learned that top u.b. 
officials wanted to mount the oper- 
ation to remove these last Falashas 
within days after Bush’s departure 
from Khartoum. But unknown lo- 
gistical problems delayed the airlift 
for two weeks. 

It was a low-profile operation. At 
the airstrip, 24 hours before depar- 
ture time, there was no sign of 

activity. • . . 

In the early morning, residents 
of the village only a quarter of a 
mile away were going about their 

morning chores. Shepherd boys led 

their flocks of sheep and goats from 
the village compounds, crossing 
the red, 2,700-foot-long airstrip on 
their way into the surrounding 
countryside, a landscape that has 
not seen rain since last July, a 
decomposing camel lay at the junc - 
tion of the road and the airstrip. 

Plane Engines Heard 

Around 5 p.ro. Thursday, 
through the heat waves that rose 
over the land, this reporter ap- 
proached the area and saw two 
large radio antennae erected on a 
small hill above the runway, which 
was surrounded by several vehi- 
cles. *• / ' 

Turning back toward Gedaref, 
this reporter was stopped by a 
pursuing car and identified. Two 
hours later, an official of Sudan’s 
State Security Office came to the 
Gedaref house where he was stay- 
ing and asked that he come for an 
interview with the ar ea’s s ec urit y 

I chief. After brief questioning, the 
reporter was kept inside the com- 
1 pound and was provided a bed for 
the night. 

At 5:55 a.m. Friday, as the thin 
morning clouds were reddened by 
the rising sun, the first airplane 
engines could be heard, clearly. 

' They droned steadily for an hour 
j. and a half, and then the generator 
■ i n the security compound was 
started and drowned out all distant 

noises. ■ . .. 

It was learned, however, that the 
evacuation plan called for the Fa- 
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lashas to be moved out of Tawawa 
at night by truck. : ^ 

The Falashas’ location in the 
camp provided easy access for the 
trucks, which could then skirt the 
edge of the settlement by a trail 
".. that joins the rough dirt road to the 
V airstrip. The movements would 
I . have attracted little attention in 
the camp, which has a total popula- 
tion of about 16,000 Ethiopian refu- 
gees, many of whom would have 
given all their meager possessions 
, to join the Falashas in their exodus. 
Sources here say that President^ 

Numeiri is expected to easily rid| 
out any criticism for his tac£ 
support for the airlift. To the Arab 
world, Numeiri may say that hf i 
' . was “double-crossed and tha>the . 

: Americans had promised him,thai 
i the Falashas would be taken to the 
i United States, not Israel. , ; >; \ 

\ inside Sudan, some criticism may 
‘■ come from- more radical Musliiti. 
figures, but Numeiri recently has 
moved against many of them,Hail|; ‘ 

; ing about 200 and firing others ffpm, • 

: their government jobs. Some Sudar 
/-hese, even Muslims, applauded 
/ these moves when they were taken 
1 itbouitwoWeeksago. , : J / /v 
For most Sudanese, Israel’s^ 

[ ■problems with the Arab- world^ 
seeiii far removed from their daily -*• 
i; concerns. Whatever Numeiri’s alii/ 

! ances with the Arab world, Sudan 
I remains more African than Arab, 
i . It is unlikely that Friday’s airlift 
\ managed to get all the Falashas out 
’ r . of Sudan, experts say, for there 1 
Y may be a small number who were 
: not in Tawawa, or who just crossed/; 

1 the border from Ethiopia, where if : 

! is believed that as many as 10,000 
j remain/ Those who are still in • 
; Sudan are likely to be resettled 
S through normal, official channels, 
which have been operating iri Su- 
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Falashas -- Ethiopian jews With a 
Fabled Past Endure Troubled Present 

/ The people known as Falashas, the black Jews of Ethiopia, are of 
uncertain origin. It has long been said that them lineage can be traced to 
the people o? Jerusalem who accompanied Menelik, the son of King 
Solomon and the Queen of Sheba, on his return to Africa long before the 

Ul One f o J f e t S he S ir number, a scholar who emigrated to Israel from Ethiopia in 
1972 has written that they once had a state of their own, with a culture and 
literature as well, but that they were conquered by Uie Ethiopians in the 
late 16th Century. The Ethiopians, he said, enslaved his people, destroyed 

accounTof their origins and the authenticity of their credentials as Jews. 
Then on April 10. 1975, the so-called Falashas-they resent the term, 
wWch /means “stranger” in the Amharic language of Ethiopia-were 

f °'Sey y ie C beheved a to have numbered as 'many as half a million in the 
nast but by 1980, when a group of American and Canadian Jews sought to 
focus international attention on the plight of these people, them totalwas 
said to be no more than 28,000. And that number was reportedly bemg 
v reduced by systematic killing at the hands of Ethiopia s ethnic . 

■ Last fall, the Israeli government, with the help of the United States and 
! other governments and that of private Jewish organmations, began a 
' clandestine airlift to move the Ethiopian Jews to Israel. By early January, 
i when “Operation Moses” was interrupted, all but a fraction of them had 
; arrived in Israel 


dan for some years. - 
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